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he two epic poems, the Iliad and the

Odyssey, which together contain 28,000

lines of verse, are the first works of

literature in Europe. They were written
by Homer, who lived in Greece in about the eighth
century BCE.

The Iliad concerns the war with Troy, also known
as [lium, and the heroes who fought in it.

The Odyssey describes the adventures of one of the
kings who took part in the Trojan War, from its
conclusion until his return to his homeland.

The cause of the Trojan War was the anger of the
Spartan king Menelaus. He had received Paris, the
son of the king of Troy, as a guest at his palace;
Paris ate, drank and made merry, but finally
seduced Menelaus’ wife, the beautiful Helen, and
took her with him to Troy.

The Greeks viewed this as a national insult. In
response, the most powerful of the Greek kings,
Agamemnon, who was the brother of Menelaus
and the ruler of Mycenae, amassed an army and
ships with his friends and allies, and together they

went to Troy to punish Paris and bring back Helen.

A force of 1,186 ships arrived in Troy, full of
soldiers and fifty heroic leaders from 164 cities in
Greece. They moored and set up camp, erecting
wooden huts around the city. Every so often they
lined up to mount an attack, but to no avail. The
city was well fortified and in charge of its defence
was Hector, the eldest son of Priam, king of Troy.

Within its walls were the two people who were the
cause of the war: the king’s youngest son, Paris,

and the beautiful Helen, the wife of the Spartan
king, Menelaus.

Outside the city, Menelaus, his brother
Agamemnon and their Greek allies laid siege to
the city for nine long years, and Troy would have
endured for longer if one incident had not forced
the gods to become involved. The poem relates the
tenth and last year of the Trojan War.

Scholars in the Alexandrian period divided the ancient texts of the
Tliad and the Odyssey into 24 parts known as “rhapsodies”, one for
each letter of the Greek alphabet. The books in the 1liad are referred
to by the capital letters from alpha to omega and those in the Odyssey
by the lower case letters. Each book has a different number of lines.
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Book 1 (4)
Achilles and Agamemnon quarrel

his tale, which ought to have been about

the war, is actually more concerned with

what happened after a quarrel between

two noblemen in the same camp. During
the nine-year siege of Troy, the Greeks had killed
fewer of the enemy than had perished on their
own side as a result of discord between friends and
allies.

Agamemnon had captured a beautiful young woman
in a raid near Troy and made her his slave. She was
the daughter of the priest Chryses, who, as soon as
he found out what had happened, ran and prostrated
himself at the feet of the king, offering a ransom for
his daughter.

“Leave and go back where you came from,” said

Agamemnon contemptuously. “Your daughter is
coming with me to Argos, where she will live and
grow old.”

Disconsolate, the old man prayed for assistance from
Apollo; in response, the god sent a terrible illness that
struck down the Greek camp.

So they remained for nine days, until Achilles,
prompted by the goddess Hera, stood up and
addressed the others:

“We must ask a seer what we have done to deserve

such punishment. If things continue like this we will
all die, and not a single one of us will return home.”

Then the seer Calchas stood up and spoke to
Achilles:

“Promise me your protection, my lord, as what I have
to say might not be welcome to all. King Agamemnon
must release Chryses’ daughter.”

“Impossible!” retorted Agamemnon with a face like
thunder. However, realising almost at once that he
had no choice, he turned vengefully on Achilles:
“Very well,” he said angrily, “send Chryseis to her
father. But in return, Achilles, I shall have your slave
girl, since it was your idea.”

“What base ingratitude is this?” cried Achilles.

“I only came here to help you and your brother, and
this is the thanks I get! I've a good mind to leave!”
“Leave, then. We don’t need you!”

Fortunately, the goddess Athena was standing behind
Achilles and held him back, or he would have lunged
at Agamemnon with his sword.

Old Nestor, the king of Pylos, stepped between them.
He was well-respected and everyone listened when
he spoke. “Imagine how delighted Priam and his sons
would be to see us like this, fighting among ourselves.
Stop these quarrels!”

At that, Achilles and his friend Patroclus got up and
left.

Agamemnon sent a ship to return the daughter of
Chryses. Commanded by Odysseus, it was filled with
gifts for the god Apollo.

However, Agamemnon remained obdurate; he
immediately sent two messengers to bring him the
beautiful young woman that Achilles had taken as
a prize and was keeping in his hut. With tears of
indignation in his eyes, Achilles ran down to the



beach and called for his mother, Thetis, the daughter
of Poseidon.

He told her all that had happened and asked her

to find Zeus and persuade him to grant victory to

the Trojans, so that Agamemnon would regret his
highhandedness.

Thetis was unable to speak with Zeus for twelve days,
because the gods had been on a journey to Ethiopia,
but as soon as they returned, she ascended the top of
Mount Olympus, sat at Zeus’ feet and entreated him
on behalf of her son.

“I fear your request can only cause me trouble,” said
Zeus, “but I shall grant you this favour so your son
can get his revenge. Tomorrow, the Trojans will be
victorious.”

This was what Thetis wanted to hear and, satisfied,
she returned to the depths of the sea. Hera, however,
whom nothing escaped, scolded Zeus.

“I'shall do as I please,” he said. “Mind your own
business or feel my wrath.”

Then lame Hephaestus brought wine to calm their
tempers and transform their mood.

10



Book 2 (B)

Agamemnon’s dream. The Trojans attack.

Zeus helps them to advance so that Agamemnon
feels the absence of Achilles.

ods and mortals were all asleep; only
Zeus was still awake, wondering how to
make Agamemnon feel Achilles’
absence.
He sent a dream to the king, telling him that it
was time for the final attack. Agamemnon woke
at dawn and called for the elders so that he could
relate what he had been told.
After they had heard his words, Nestor was the
first to speak. “To your chariots, Greeks!” he said.
“Such a dream does not come to just anyone. It
came to our leader and it is auspicious.”

As word spread that their leader had something
important to tell them, the soldiers gathered like a
swarm of bees.

Agamemnon decided to appeal to his troops’ sense
of pride and so, instead of announcing a great
attack, he told them that their mission had failed
and that they would have to return to Greece in
shame because Troy was not destined to fall. The
words had barely left his mouth before the Greeks
started running for their ships. They cared nothing
for victory or honour, and only wanted to go home.

Watching the shameful display from on high, Hera
asked Athena:

“What antics are these? Are the Greeks giving

up the fight? Was it for nothing that they lost so
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many men over the last nine years? Will they leave
Helen’s treachery unpunished? Hurry and block
their way!” Athena made haste and the first man
she met was Odysseus.

It did not take much to convince him. He

went from ship to ship, finding the leaders and
waylaying them with wily words. He told them that
Agamemnon had something else in mind and that
they should not give up the fight. And whenever
the troops were recalcitrant, he rebuked them.
They were all afraid and backed down, apart from
one, Thersites, who protested: “We ordinary
soldiers have made enough sacrifices just so that
our leaders can claim the spoils. We’ve had enough
and want to go home.”

“How dare you argue with your betters?” said
Odysseus, beating him soundly with his staff. Then
the seer Calchas stood up and reminded the army
that when they had begun the campaign and made
a sacrifice by the sea at Aulis, a fearsome black
snake had sprung up from the altar. It had then
climbed into the plane tree and devoured eight
baby sparrows along with their mother, making
nine, before being turned to stone.

“That was a sign sent by Zeus. The tenth year will
bring victory. So keep the oaths that you have
made and do not lose your nerve.”

Calchas’ words instantly transformed the mood of
the soldiers, and Agamemnon called the leaders
together so that they could plan their attack.

Zeus sent Iris to Troy to announce that the Greeks
would shortly begin a great offensive.

Hector quickly readied his army. The gates

were opened and soldiers, both on foot and on
horseback, poured out onto the hill outside Troy.
They took up their positions.



The abduction of the beautiful Helen,
wife of the King of Sparta,

caused the ten-year Trojan War. Homer,
who lived in Greece in the eighth
century BCE, describes the thrilling
events of the last year of the war.

The Iliad and The Odyssey are the first
European works of literature.
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